guaranteed benefits if economic conditions improve. But the group said that the upcoming talks would not reopen the January decision to move forward with the changes. The UCU has agreed to discussions, but said that strikes this week would continue because that decision was the "very reason" for the walkouts.
Academics already face pay rises below inflation, an insecure career path and increasing workloads, Sally Hunt, generalsecretary of the London-based UCU, said at a press conference. "It has always been understood that part of the package that they could look forward to was a reasonable pension, " she says. The action is "unprecedented", says Hunt. "I can't within my time in UCU remember anything as serious. "
Striking staff are not doing research or attending tutorials, lectures or external commitments. Cancelled lectures will not be rescheduled, says the union. The first strike period lasts for five days, and four-and fiveday phases are scheduled to follow. The UCU estimates that, across the 14 days, 575,000 teaching hours will be lost. More than 110,000 students have signed petitions calling for financial compensation for missed teaching.
SCIENCE TO THE SIDE
Ian Gent, a computer scientist at the University of St Andrews, says that the strike could stop his team from bidding to host a doctoral-training centre in artificial intelligence, worth around £5 million. UK funding agencies announced the opportunity two weeks ago, with a short deadline. "It would be no surprise if we could not write the bid on time, " says Gent. But the future well-being of staff is in jeopardy, he says, and academics must stand up against that.
The action will no doubt affect research, says Aimee Grant, who studies public health at Cardiff University and is on a research-only contract. She will lose 14 days of work on her current project on breastfeeding in public spaces. Researchers with contracts such as hers, which are based on completing a defined project, will have to catch up out of hours, she says. But Grant urges other research-only staff like her to strike.
"We hope that employees recognise that changes are necessary to put the scheme on a secure footing, and that the proposed strike action will only serve to unfairly disrupt students' education, " Universities UK said in a statement. It added that it was doing everything it could to minimize disruption. Cancelled academic conferences include a seminar on archaeology and genetics at University College London and one on the Rohingya refugee crisis at SOAS University of London. The strike comes after formal negotiations between the two sides ended in January. A narrow majority of the joint negotiating committee sided with Universities UK and approved the group's proposals to address the deficit; none of the five UCU committee members voted in favour of them. The changes are subject to a routine consultation period, during which Universities UK will discuss the plans with employers and affected employees, but they are not obliged to amend the proposals in response.
Earlier in January, the UCU had balloted its members on their willingness to strike should talks end unsuccessfully. Fifty-eight per cent voted, and 88% of them backed strike action. Universities UK estimates that those voting in favour of the strike account for 16% of academic staff at UCU-represented institutions. ■
POLICY

Florida bills to impact schools
Residents could influence classroom materials.
BY G I O R G I A G U G L I E L M I
P olicymakers in the United States are pushing to give the public more power to influence what educators teach students. Florida's legislature has started considering two related bills that, if signed into law, would let residents recommend which instructional materials teachers in their school district use in class.
The bills build on a law enacted in June 2017, which enables any Florida resident to challenge the textbooks and other educational tools used in their district as being biased or inaccurate.
But the bills, approved in mid-February by the education committees in the state's Senate and House of Representatives, go a step further, allowing the public to review educational materials and to suggest alternatives. The final decision on whether to follow the recommendations still rests with the school boards.
Attempts to influence what students learn typically tackle the issue head-on, by trying to change state education standards. A bill introduced in Iowa on 12 February would remove guidelines in the state's science education standards to teach evolution and the effects of human activity on climate.
Florida's bills could alter classroom content in a less direct way. Allowing taxpayers to have a say in what goes on in public schools seems innocuous, says Brandon Haught, an environmental science teacher in Orange City, Florida. But the bills, together with last year's law, expose schools to activists who oppose the teaching of topics such as evolution and global warming, he says.
What's more, the bills and the law use language that makes it easier for individuals to target such topics, says Glenn Branch, deputy director of the National Center for Science Education in Oakland, California. The documents state that educational materials should be "balanced" and "noninflammatory", but they don't specify who decides whether something is inflammatory, he says.
State Representative Byron Donalds (Republican), who sponsored last year's law and this year's bill in the House, says it's important that school boards consider different viewpoints. "You can debate on things and draw your own conclusions, " Donalds says.
The bills must still be voted on by the full House and Senate, but Branch says that they have a good chance of becoming law in Florida. ■ "I can't within my time in UCU remember anything as serious." Academics on the picket line at University College London.
